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For the great enemy of truth if often not the lie--
delidberate, contrived, dishenest~-but the ayth--
persistent, persuasive and unrealistic. ..
- » * q -
Too often, we hold fast to cliches of our

forebears.” We enjoy the comfort of opinion without
the discomfort of thought.

L4

Joha F. Kennedy, June-11, 1962

Yital of the Day XXVII No. 19
(July 15, 1962) p. 598.
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The Nature and Igortanas of Myth.

While the mere mention of the word "myth* today in communication

circles evokes many interpretations, the present discussion will be
¢ {

guided by the meaning put forward by G.8. Kirk, Professor of Classics at

Cambridge, and author of. standa~d texts in thke f1e1d.! "Myths conoern

us,"' cla‘ms Kirk, "because of .men's endearing inbistence on carrying *°

qu‘si-lythion modes of thought, oxp?enion and odnlunioation into a
auppoudly scientifio ago."z Aa for-a nnt definition of myth, howovor,

nrk diubusos ua even to tho possibility. *There is no one dofin:l.tion

A

‘of n&th,' because what the authorities call myths, 'dirror enormously in
their morphology and social tunotions.'3 Tho otynologioal strategy of

arriving at definition is_also unholprul in this case. The Greek word
\r . ‘

"muthos”, irk reninda us, means a tale, sonothing one utters, a

than that. As a working ‘strategy for this d/isoussion, then, each
authority will supply the definition required by the oont;xt. '

The pioneer anthropologi_at. Bponislow‘ua'lino\wskf, said that myths
were sacred in essenoe and distinguished between myths and legends or
folktales whioh night be h‘storical or entertaining in oharaoter.s
Clyde Kluockhorn, the acknowledged authority on the Navaho, on the other
hand, claimed othgr funoctions of 'nyth 1ncluded11nplo entertainment and

intelleotual edi.ri.ca'ti.on.6 \Kirk notes that many igtelligent pgople

" eypect myth not to be'\lqax"ned or reasonrble, but rathe}- to be pcetical,

symbolic and beautiful. He notes, how. er, that in reality "Mytha are

often none of these things~--many are prcsalc, utilitarian and ugly."7

story, a plot or a play.n Clearly, there is more to ayth. _ﬂ

——
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Nineteanth oonfury scholars’were fascinated by the scientific study -

of myths and their oonorete descriptions still have value: Max Muller
said myth was a "diseass of language.” Andrew Lang asserted. that myth

resulted from & personification of natural forces or phenomena, a mental’

L

process characteristioc of the animistic stage of culture. Sir James

Frazer regarded myths as mistaken explanations of*human or natural
. . {

phoni&um.‘a Ethnology has shown, however, ior "primitive® man, that

myth meant a true story.that waé a most precious treasure booaus; 1t was,
nd'x:o‘g,' d model to live by, snd deaply significant to the interior ur.‘.

If the ydérious acholar! oan’_t agree onta definition, or if they
a'u,' in tao( discussing different entities all labelled "lfth,'.uh}
should the ommunication scholar, or more nﬁooifically, th;\rhotwiéaf‘ )
scholar, bother to atudy the phenomenon-at all?- 'rh.* answer is that even

V4

if one were al.v].;r to avoid the scholarly grm:mdénll,o? interest in ayth

d quasi-myth, ths insights provided by the study of myth speald to

parsuasive processes. Briefly, for the oommunication scholar, mythic

ysis may explain much of what is most relevant.

ourring description of myth is that as with spectacles, one

the mythical lens the ob:jootivo world without ne';osurily :
bo:l.n:c avars of the diéforting function of those spectacles. Hyt.h 13‘1
medium of communication. It seems tl}at, without noooasa.rilyvaocopting
McLuhan's vaunted equation, it is a led.iul wh:l..oh affects the reception
of messaghs. That is, lyth..ha,s a rhetorical funotion. ‘
Roland Barthes is as gono;pus '1n the extension of his term "nyth”

:

as MoLuhan is in his definition of "nedium.”. Barthas sees myth in
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"wrestling, in detergent and in automobile design. Everything can be

! N \ \ . . -
myth: ‘ L :
, . 7 p ,
- . ~" Myth is a type of speech., Myth cannot possibly '
be an object, a concept, or an idea; it is 4 mode of
signifidation, a form. Singe Eyth is a type of
speech, everything cah be a myth provided it is
.oonveyed by a.discourse. Myth is not defined dy the
_‘object of the message, but by the way it utters this

Rmessage: there are rosnl limits to myth, there are

" no "substant:ial® ones.
fH

_The study of gitb', for Barthes, belongs to the province of a
. I's *

general aoienoc—-uniolou.‘o Myth is a uliologﬂl/ustel Just as
N ‘ N

language is, and can be looked at in the Sauaiur‘;.an aystem of signifier, -

. the signified and the sign. 'Lansuasc, however, is the object, or the

rav saterial of myth. Myth appl,iel a beliolo&;al a_ysten to a
a;liologioal a.ystel, a lapsuagg to 'a language, and is, in Barthes"
terms, a nnhm Thus writing, or pioturo;, or any'qther message-
bearing oﬁjqot is fair game for“the mythologist using seniologi'oil

principles. His desqriptions of the nythoiogioal attributes of the
* \

(]

&otergont Om2 would be very.familiar to a rhetorical critic who analyzed

:t tesavision commercial for any American soap powder. Given the
framework of r-meouon)origtoin is ‘pro;)aaod by Boqker,‘,“ or Booth,!2
Barthes is indulging in rhetorical criticism. In a rhetorical framework
one- goyld 1nqu.lro.1n4to tp'e athos of the soap powder, or seek to

deﬁerlind the-mmriting in his examples of mythic

communication. Barbara Warnizk has marked out the interface between
: ’

t k] *
structuralism and rhetorical critioisn,w_‘and the implications she makes
A .

Y
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appl.y to the Barthaesian insights.

Bven with a seliotio peérspective, the conventional conmuni‘catibn

sohohr's’inl_ights into the nature of nyth hold up well, in@i despite
T /s .

seeming contradicitons td the semiotic approach, can be reconciled with

it rather neatly. For example, A.J.M. Sykes, writing in 1970, defined

myth &8s “the expression of abstract ideas in concrete torn,"“ and said

that myth wvas a narrative mode of a general situation; was emotiona_l,)

boncise, but not precise; was universally understcod; althoug'h a

generalization, yet was conocrete and particular; and conveyed a .

perception of a whole. He claimed:

The propositions made above overlap to some
extent and the relations between them seem vague and
difficult to order in a logical sequence. This is
unavoidable; the essence of myth is that it is an
entity and cannot be broken down into exclusive

- categories. The wholé is more than the sum of its
parts.

He went'on to quote McLuhan: SMyth is the mode of simultaneous
awareness of a 6onp1ex group of causes and *etrecta.'w The
ca't'egorization he deemed impoasible is not, however, the deep structure
of the semiotician which Barthes,. for example, would apply .o myths.

Waldo Braden, limiting himself to a public speaking context and
conoentrating on Southern sqsoeptibiligos to mythic appeals, explai!ned
how my;h must permeate a discourse, a.nd how it is noi a rhetorical
appondage.” Both Sykes and Braden add a dimension to the discussion on

»

mayths in that they show how speoirio human agents can use myths for

"their own ends. While this is not ths prinme éonoern of the



5
anthropologist, classicist, or essayist who might have a deterministic -~
P .
.l view of history and society, it is important to the scholar of

communication.

=

The sociologist, C. Wright Mills sees myth as a step, in the

degradation of political philosophyo nore rhetoric:’

Ideology, as the publio race of a political
philosophy, often becomes simpiy myth or folklore;
very otten too even a minimum of ideology withers coo -
P away: ]athat is left 1s an empty and irrelevant
. rhetoric.

-

Two English communication scholars with a structuralist

perspective, John Fiske and John Hartley, also see myth as an

‘:I.nt_erlediary betue&n social vision and basic t:zomnun:l.cat;l.on."9 "l'hey are

interested in the progression from rhetoric to ideology, and in their .
atruotura; critique of television newscasts, in whioh they describe
their shot-by-shot analysis of a film of British troops in Northern

. Ix'e].lnd'é they po;tulato a hienrgl,vy in symbolic communication. The

5 first ox;der is the sign itself, the second order is 'a myth (in the

Barthesian sense), and the third order is an ideology.
\

} The Dnivarsality of Myih. - | -
One attribute of myths agreed on by scholars is their appearance

ataj:s; cultures ge?graphica'lly and chronologically separated. 'Campbell,‘

for gnatanoe_, mentions the universality of the myth of th: virgin

birth.20 Thid leads to the supposition of the universality of myths and

the qQuestion as to whether or not modern man has myths an‘ is affected

: .

’ -

.




,/’fgj;ythS- Because anthiopoloéiata desoribe myths as methods of

preceiving the world, by their ﬁiture myths are invisibla to those whonm
they hold in thrall. ) -

The payo\ho].ogut, E&lf_l. Jung, found that myth was "what is believed
always, every/uhof-e/l;y every'oody.""’1 Jung posited the existence orjg
cq}.leot’ive unconscious, below the level of each individual's pergonal
unconscious.” An indefatigable mytholc;gizer himselr,zz Jurg 'spread the
acceptance of the notion of archetypes or universal images 'l;hioh resided
1n/th§ yohio 1i“e common to nanki'nd._ Acutely aware of Nietzche's
lamentable fate as the inevitable result of baryg his innern:nt vision
to an unaccepting generation, Jung couched all his writings in the guise
of science ;Q, for example, in the Jungian axiom: "The ontogeny o'r
dream recapitulates the pkylogeny of nyth."23 Tt is then ironic that in
our a‘uprelely secular 'age archetypal oriticisa is a‘o useful for a
literary‘ oritic such as Frank HoCof’nnen who, in Storvtelling and
Myihmaking, uses the archetypes of King, Knight, Detective and Clown to
eiplain ;:zinena atylea. The circle has been conpleted by 'l‘homaa Kuhn in
Ihe Structure .Qi Scientific Revolution who found hyth:lo dimensions :I.n
scientific thought.ﬂ

The populariger or‘aoidnoa, Carl Sag.n,'ootfiaered nyths to be the
richest, most intricate and most profound :I.tis:l.ghta obtained from human
1ntt;ospeotion.25 A scientist with respect for precise scientific
'leaaurelent of \aatrononioal observation, geological duration, and
submolecular activity, Sagan did not enp)loy the term, "myth" in its

popular meaning of something “"widely believed and contrary to fact," but




)
as a "metaphor of some subtlety onva subject difficult to describe in

any other way." He quoﬁo(i Salustius' definition from the fourth

century: . "Myths are things which never happened but always are,” and"

n

noted: :

In the Platonic dialogues and The Republio,
every time Socrates cranks up a myth--the parable of
the cave, to tdke the most celebrated example, we

" know we have arrived at something central.

-

)
Sagan speculated that myth ia 80 pervasive in the human species, so

integral ia the consciousness of the huaan being that it may be hard:
‘wired in the brain. He pointed out how medical science has debunked the
common sense notions that, from the viey Br br;ain physiology, reading
and writing, or r ,cognizing words ’aad numbers ‘are similar aotivitiea.
He cited experiments with the‘ﬁrain-danaged which have shown that there

are specific looci'for the different mental activities, and various

abstractions, such as "parts of speech® in grammar seem to be wired into

specific regions of the brain. This view offers an explanation why myth. ~

haa 1] baa:l.o an appeal and why it is lodged so ydesp in the ‘hnman
psyohe.26
Emio and Etig.’

Communication sohohro have long been ranilior wﬁth tho insights of

Bdward T. Hall as proposed in mmm 27 Hall pointed out

that lessons learned "1nrorna11y" (wit ut teohnioal or e:plioit
» )

instruction) are.accepted as part.of nature and reside in the

" individual's belief system. These taotoro of routine experience are

10 '
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! raﬁqely’out of the 1nqiuddual's awareness and are usually taken for
grantsd or iguored. Myths are“aiuilari} ac&é}ted without ion,

: yalpﬂiwaldg Ene;aon categorically stated that w; could not knew our
own mythology because distanc® w:aa' essential for the recoghition and
interpretation of lyt@aﬁa Because of this inherent elusiveness, mythit

"thsught is difficult to iaolatgaand analyze, expressed as it is in what
Clifford Geertz called ':ntric;teﬁsynbolic webs as vaguely deriqfd as
the} are ;emotionally ohargqmﬂag Beca;ae one of the-eaaent@at features
of myths is that they "operate in Lnen's nindé withou£ their being aware
of the fact," as. Levi-Straual olained,3d-£b1§ inaccessability 1is
retl&oted in current ahthropoloéioal'uae by the teruss "emic and "etic".
Originaily coined by linguist xenpetﬁ Pike oh the analogy’of *phonetic®
and 'phonenio',31 the terms emphasize the differences between the
perspectives of the carriers of a oulEure (emic) qnd a perspective that
’Pdoas not involve the viewpoint of those involved in a culture (etic).
This may explain why coqmunication studies have largely ignored mythic
aspects of discourse w_ithin the U.S. Scholars who attempt to isolate
the role of myth in the puﬂiio discourse of their own culture are faced
with all the constraints of emic analysis. As myth reifies the culture,
it "naturalizes® many aspects of life for the scholar-participant also,

thereby rendering itself invisible.

*

Ihe Struoturalist Parspectives. !
Kirk, the classicist, olained'tﬁat there are three major

developments in the modern study of myths. The first is that the mytha
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‘or pril;.tive 8001§u1\7’&!‘0 ralevant to the subject as a whole. The

aooiolwns-anthropologuta associated with this contribution include
Bﬁard B. 'rylor, Emnile Durkheim and Sir James Frazer. The second was
Freud's disoov’ory ot_the-unoonaoioua and its relation to myths and

dreams’- The #hird, the_most current, is the structuralist approach of

Claude [,evi-Stravss who considered myth to be one mqde of human

~communication, a product of language.

Kirk devotes much 'ettczrt to explaining Levi-Struass' ideas and

provides a synopsis which is unavailable in Levi-Strauss' own wdrk:
- ¢

Just as tho elements of language--sounds or
phonemes--are meaningless in isolation, and only
take on significancz in combination with other
phonemes, so theé elements of myth+-the {ndividual
narrative elements, the persons or objscts--are
meaningiess in themselves, and oaly take on
significance thraugh their relation with each other.
But it is not the formation of mere narrative as
such that is significgnt; rather it 1is the
underlying structure of relations that determines
the real "meaning” of a myth, just as it is the ‘
underlying structure of a language that gives it
significance as a means of communication.

‘ 1]

*§

. Structuralism assumed that the human mind has certain universal

6haracteristios and that they veglect common structures in the brain.

Thus people in all cultures think alike, in the sense that they have the

" same mental processes, and must classify phenomena in order to function.

thg’ many, if hot most, phenomena are continuous rather than disarete,

a universal aspect of the newgd’to classify is oppositio'n or oontraat.‘

" In Aristotelian terms, this may be compared to the definifions which

doﬁouds on the gania, what the thing is, and the differentia, what
¥ w0 ’ i .
\
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distirguishes it from everything else. For Levi-Strauss, all contrasts

and oppositions, of which tt{e most fundamental is binary (3oogf-ev11,

uhitc—b]taclt, kigh-low, young-old) are reti.eotions of the human need to

convert oon@i‘nuous contrasts into absolute, contrasis. Myth, for Levie

Strauss, haa tha function of explaining pko»oaitiona Which may be

1ntr1naica1]iy ar'titaots of the human mental class™ication process, that *
is, of resolving logical contradictions.33 & caiaﬁl to give his

own v;.ew, however, which is that while Levi-Strauss formally maintains

that the content of myths is irrelevant, he does, in fact, rely on

specific content for his ultimate interpretation.

What is agreed upon by reprmntativaa of many diaoiplines, is that
Levi-Strauss maintained that myths arise from the universal human desire
to undara_tand and ocome to terms with the fundamental and diaooptortin;
contradictions in life experiences faced by all people in all cultures
at all times. For example,. H:I.llia- Kelly, a critic of Anerioan popular

oulturo, used the structuralist approao]rto analyze W Eever

i

which portrayed societal and peraonal value systems-41n confliot.” The
‘oultural anthropologist, ‘Conrad Kottak, found it Jjust as appropriate

i : . .
procedurs to apply Levi-Strauss's structuralist assumption to analyze -

" modern Americans' attitudes to the mythology disseminated b} the Disney
N 2

organization as he did .to the mythologies of the Mbuti pygmies in the
Ituri forest. Kottak discussed the Mickey Mouse totem, the pilgrimage
to Dianoyworld,. foortball, rock music anthor aspects of Anarioyz
culture. He addressed the American to forestall objections: "As an

American native, you probadbly question this structural anthropological
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perspective on football and rock, Jjust as South Am;rioan Indians
1n!.mpanta might doubt a structural analysis of their important
mychs."3° Similarly, Michael Real, a oritic of mass culture, described -
the Super Bowl as mythic apeotacle, and chose to study Disneyland,

‘a N t

Marcus Welby, and Billy Graham in an attempt to understand the

relation;hip I;etween culture and communication.36
- ‘ . N
Myth and IThe Relisious Impulse,

Herceg& Eliade, 2n historian of religions, followed AHalinowski in
linking myth to-the religious 1npulse.3‘7 In traditional societies,
according to Eliade, the reliving of the deeds of the gods and hqi'oea
impgrted a eacranent‘al ‘aspsct to human existence which was rich in
aignit:l.oance. Hyt.h perneated daily life through work and handicrafts.
Eliade's ideas bridge the :l.ntorlreution of myth in primitive societies
(to nyth in modern life. With the industrial revolution and the -
aot;uiuization of work, man feels himself to be the prisoner of worlf in
which he can never escape from time. He, in reaction, expends his
religious tmpulse in leisure time, in entertainment where one must look
for the nythg of modern l;n. The mythical attitud; is found in the
lodorn‘a distrsctions and in unconscious psychic aotiviiy (dreanms; t
fantasies and nostalgias). ’

BQoauu so much of lodern man's leisure time is spent with
toloviq:lon, for example, 1t is easy to see how Eliade's rranework
appeals! to the mass media aoholar. who can usetthe atruoturauat or

uliotio approaoh to analyze and oxplain,rnns or television programs,

\

=
o~ e \
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.Bliade would have the scholar apply the ao.jlenoea of comparative

: * religion,.’ethnology, orisntalism, depth-ppysh/plogy and the systematic
study of symbolism (which heiped modern sooi@ty understand primitive
societies), 59 the task of understanding ;lodern‘nedia}a Myth has not
been Qlilimted in modern society--it has been repressed, partly into
the obscurer levalsy of the psyche, partly Anto the secondary or
irresponsible activities of society.3? . In this view he echoed the bleak
vision of Lewis Mumfcrd who in Ipe M“mmﬁ’gdeacribéd the

v : pathio"eonsoquences of mass culture determined by current technologial

- prior:l.ties."o
Eliade ax:gued for modern Western understanding or‘af'ohaio and .

Oriental cultures. He proposed that it 13‘ 1n§ort;nt to note that
"archaic and oriental cultures succeeded in confem';l.ng poaipive values
' . on anxiety, ieath, sglt-abaaele:;t, chaos . . .Qvalue'a which to modern
man man are only terrifying, absurd or dcm,on;a.""1 An observer
chronicling nodern)nerioan televuion'a treatment of ;}c'cat Iranian '
beh.aviop, especially ttfat of the Ayatollah Khomeini, must see t‘he
parallel with Eliade'; ideas. Such an observer is a Professor of
English at Columbia Un:l.v_ers.ity, Edward Said, who writing in Harper's
claimed that degpite the qqtv.:ork'a million-dollar-a-day coverage from
fehi'an, little .hu e\ierged save a few ;ytha amounting to 'Ialﬁ hates.

. America.n2 Thé ritualistic sameness of the stories, the e‘abalistig >

recounting of ~t:he numbers (how many hostages, ho; many days), the

. , personification of complex entities, the reductionism of "the three

minute courses on the history of i:s].an' are all the stuff of myth for

i

.

e

) ; %
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the ethnocentric viéwer. ) . </
Sililai'ly, Blikade claimed that the nythological impulse operates -

for the modern Western adolescent whu perceives real or imaginary heroes
and tales of adventure on the screeit3 Furthermore, claimed Eliade,
even if we took no accouat of' the ritualistio origina\&d !ythologioal

struocture of the drama or film, and noglectod aesthetioc oonaiderat.iona )

entiroly, tho time spant by modern man in these diveruona is a

“

he;ghteud,'cgao:nti'ated time of a d..Jlerent quality from ‘mere secular
duration. This physical time modern map davotes to diversion requires a
mythological attitude similar to tb;t of primitive man who followed 7
mythical heroes through™all details of human eiiatenoe: . l:l;'or‘, {
handicrafts, war and lov\e‘. "The reliving of thai which the Gods and
.*  Heroes had lived in illo Lampors ilpax.'téd a sgqoramental aspect to human
l existence,” claimed Elisde.’® yith the aeoularization of work, modern
& . nan became the prisoner of Eluo, needed to 'un t:lne,' and invented may

diversions with "concentrated. time" includins thg thdhtre and the

Y

oinenu. From a perunl of the,lenaen ratinss_one can gain ample

v
ritualistic exercises. “

evidence of the devotion with wuich ,odern Americans perforam thése °

IR A LA
.

'_nmm.etmn » '
' Hhile many of the applimions of myth aulysia have traditiomny
S been in the context of religion and/or ocultures temporally and

geographically removed from our own, what is needed in ;h present

oontext is a notion of mytn that is secular in reference and that can be
L . f
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applied to contamporary American media in a way that clarifies the
. L) -

relationship between culture and communication. Such a notion may be

’agrivod at by studying myth through its cultural funoctions. Malinowski

was one of ?ho strongest prgyononts.or a functional appfoach, that is,
studying myth-in'its social, ritual and ethical effects rather than as :
body of imaginative and pseudo-scient{fic tales. His definition of
lythology,.;hen, will serve aa‘a~atart1pg point tér a'runotionai

approach: myth is a body'ot_narrativea woven into a culture which

dictates belief, defines ritual and aotq\aa.a chart of the social .

.

order.‘s | - v

1. nmmnmm\

Myth runotiona, firstly, as part of the poroeptual systen ot a
oulture throush which unfamiliar aituationa, originating either within
the culture or outside it, are interpreted and fitted into qld symbolic

‘molds. In helping to piitoj; the relationships-among basic beliefs,

values and behaviors that organize social intordbtion, nyths pyoduoe
collon social understandings of new sooial oonditiona.

Television is a'medium with a high degree of both faniliarity and
credibility partly because it structures. the culture's dominant mode or
perception into all its aessagesa, particularly 1nt6 its coverage of
unfamiliar situations. It does this in spite of its apparently iconic

refressantation of reality. Perception of reality through television is

‘mediated through the many different codes of TV} not the least of which

' y
is based on the corpus of myths which the produce:s of telemediated

S |
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messages share with' thgir viewers. Indeed, there are many examples of
the structure of these’ messages being 'organiz'od according to the nythio‘
-n;ods of the oulturf for whose eyes and e;ra they areaing)ended and not
;;oord:lng to the internal needs of the "story® itself. In fact, the
stéry i{s often made meaningful only when its manner or encoding
interlocks with the perceptual pro;ns supplied by E‘e viewer, which is
1taolr oulturally 'lediated by the myth-models of society.

A particularly apt example of ayths t‘unotioning 8 perceptual
models through which unfamiliar conditions are interpreted, is provided -
by Said'a analys;s of ‘Anorioan proaa\ coverage of the hostage orisis in
Iran. While the massive amouat of highly-focussed media attention on’
Iran gave the sense that’Islam as an obJective reality was being
analyzed 15 a detailed, rational way and wia,preiunog by miilions fr
A-oriqau to be fair, Lafanoed, responsible oov'enao of events, in fact
it served to fit the plethéra of unfamilisr events in po.t-revolutionary
Iran into tae more familiar molds of provibualy-exiatim nyths
-concerning Iglal. { Aloric;n tole.via:lon presented a version of events

th;t was based on extreme ethnocentrism, simple-minded cliches and :

' parrowly-defined self-interest which translated every .event into either

W

_an affront to or an enhancement of U.S. power. ~ o . \ -

Pl

Said oontended thft press coverage wa3 seversly "flawed bY
ideoclogical hobbles® among which were buried various pouerrui myths.
These concorn\o\d the exclusive ‘dentification of being Western with
baving civilized ideals; subordingting the need to gain the release of

the hostages ;o'thﬁ}n priority 6:"'keepin¢ America strong"; and

.




glnoriiing the virtues of modernization. This “produced a concept ,6t\ '

‘Islam whose apex and culmination was the ex-Shah of Iran, both at his
zenith as a modern ruler and, when .his regime collapsed, as a casualty
. " .

of medieval fanaticism and religiosity." For nc‘:-st of the public,

however, the mythical lens through which the news media focussed on

events in Iran wu.%taelt m‘i!i.blo.

2. Examplary Model - ' a '

A second function of myth is to g;pate exemplary mdeia for a whole
society in a process that tnnslat:s a single life-history into ae
archetype, thereby setting up patterns for ili.tation. The processes of
formal religions™ formal education in evex:y aoci.etv are bbvious.y of
central importance in determining which powerful human images will be
focussed upon and elevated to the rank of exemplary model. But as
Bliade has pointed out, the screen nodia play a similar role 1n settins
up herocs and heroines t.o oarry on -yi;hologioa.l tnditions. The heroic
figures of 1V, however,/ di&(ar in an important way trol those of the

taste and because :I.tcrelies

more traditional media. Because of the,obvious concern of TV for
responding to th/e fluctuations in audieno(

very heavily on dramatic oonventiona., TV 1; an excellent medium for
» 2 ,
acting out the concerns of its audience. 'l'he private-life -concerns or'
the public aro'tnnslatéd 1cnto shared public images in the form of
[ ]

characters with whom/the viewer can identify, in

gexres of program- .
. . .

Ning from soap operas to presidential election coverage. |In the inter-
actjon gifh TV characters, a viewver condenses private concerns and

projects them onto the screen. Since non-fictional TV also relies on
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dramatic conventipns of presentation, even the struggle between candi-

dates becomes the st't;uggle between groups, or the battle between Good

and Evil,

P

¥

Regarding the nays on television, Gerbner a\n*d Signorelli have
stressed that television :le viewed non-aeleotively\ and that many, 1if
“pot the IQJority, of the most ardent news viewers are also heavy viewears
of television drama. They conclude that 'televia}gg,i&tfegulp ‘ritoal
of th?h news 1is a' minor ar}."“ Bennett oonten?ind thai’. te\leviaion
programs "shape publf/pfo—p’r'oeptions of ongoing reality through the
dnnuy enactment of wyths, not through the construction of detal.lod,
ntional models of objgctive reality."" Most traditional media are
ting—-nthor than space--biassed (using Innis terninology“)'and are

non-iconic. This means thgt the audicn‘oe is still able to projeot

) private concerns ontomythic Ibroog and villains, who therefore {ﬁum

. , »

little up=dating by the story-teller. Television, -Kowever,.is not only
M N t‘s‘w . .

less time-biassed but is also an extremely iconic medium. These

qualities require that the v:!.sual :I.npaot_ of television heroes and

. villains be continually up-dated. ‘ Television, theretore,/reé})onds

faster to changes in the culture and has a ne): set of heroic figures

.-

ready for each new season. - -

Certainly ideology in television ;I.S not restricted to coverage or'
current affairs. The vast amount of fictional programming is alaq a
hu'biu‘or of 1doo‘>gy via the exemplary w~odel, 1argely becau;e orr 'N's
rolunoe on a series format based on a particular 'rornuia'. Each

episode of a progranm may be treated as ? different ve'raion of .a basic

\ -
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mythology which is established in the opening episodes. The only
changes from week to week in a police show, for example, are in the
various characters anéd aituation@ which signify tho«aale aythic
dimensions in the prcblems presented for solution. While a view;r'can
éuap ’tho meaning of a single epuodo‘in isoletion, a broader
understanding can be obtained 'by comparing different _episodes, because
persistent principles !are eénunually edvocated throughout a series.
Furth.or insight into the mythic core of a series can be obﬁained by,

comparing it with other programs .within the same genre. Thus, within

the police series genre, for instance, lateral comparisons between’

"Ironsides,” 'l‘:jak,' *Starsky & Huteh," "C¢I>1ulbo," 'pnretta,' "CHiP's"
and "The Hill Street Blues" reveal that each triggers different myths,
although the genre 1tself gives expression to the egalitarian ideology

of America and "reifies the notirf the autonomous individual,*?9 °

3. . Conflict Fressntation and
A third major funotion of mybh is the power it gives for handling

eonflict, both within a culture itself and between cultures. When

alternative forms o!" organization present themselves, nmyth is, as Aly

] 4

reminded us, "a language of argument, not a' chorus of t;ar-ony.'so Levi-
Strauss has opened up a new perspective on myth by proposing at the
prinoipal ohguctgn or imagery of 'a myth always stand in an inftial
nlatién;hip of op’poail‘:ion to one another and that tl;ia opposition is
resolved through the narrative of the myilh by a series of mediating

V4
characters. BHis wethod of structural analysis helps to illuminate the

7
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role of ayth in TV programs and otfxer ;lodern cultural évcnta. Claus,
rox'- instance, examined "Star. Trek®™ as a program based on noraUroblens
which aro' stated in the fora of conflict between oppositeai (?be
Enterprise crew, reasonably devoud to %rder and democracy, protec;ting
the weak and innocent, is pitted against ‘the Klingon Empire which,
brutal and aelf‘-aerving, exploita the weak and innocent). 51 Captain
Kirk, the "stereotypical 1deal of America normaloy,"” 1s the chief i
mediator when opposing iduals ol lnex\-ioan society coafront one another
fictioaally. The oiarity with which the conflicts of life are presented 1
and \reaolvod :I.ix *Star Treki may help ‘to explain the cult-like f‘ollow:l.ng
of viewers that it has generated, ’ '

* boﬁfliét between oppoaites is not gonfined to f‘iotic;n, however, - as
a i“exuimtion of news coverage of Iran indicates. The ethnocentric
view of the Amerigcan news media is fundamentaly dualistic, resting on a
aorioa of mythic polarities which opfou the pure "we" to the evil
"they". Sa'id"s analn:l.a‘ is pertinent here. While "we" were "normal®,
"they" displayed a "neurotic" moral f‘er’vor and writhed in "self-
provoked frenzy, longing for nartyrdc;n.' Iran was reduced to "the rage .

of thwirted religious passion® and "Islam amok." While "we" were

' democratic and fair, "they" were militant, dangerous and anti-American.

:Resentment, suspicion mﬁ contempt were Macﬁuistio of "Islan". ?he
rational order of 11&1:1‘ America was contrasted \'vith' the disorder of
Iran, and the images which oonv'eyed this disorder easily reaonated
within American culture. Iran vas, at one tin, 'auttering fron

rovolutionury hangover,"” at anothor, "a crescent of‘ orisis, a cyclone

\ S .
22 | /




| 20
. o

- hurtling across a prairie.” Television, with its ability to juxtapose
/ .
" polarixed, iconic images, could make powerful non-verbal s:atements toc:
an ABC three-minute ooura—e on Islam, for :I.:iptanoo, complete with images
' N

. e of purdah, solt-tlasellation.and nullaﬂa, ended with "admirably

wholesome® schoolchildren in Wisconsin orgépizing a patriotic "Unity
day." . |

ress coverage of th’e' denouement, the r‘\aaolution of the hostage
crisis, concluded the long mythic narrative ‘of the conflict between
opx;oait.es by concentrating almost exoluaivoly\on the mediators: the.
Stato" Department officials waiting r.or the rol;m before ol;enins the

»

. bott}fs of ohinpasne; the p‘u,otioal problems of tl}e o‘hior U.S.
. -+ negotiator ‘Harren Christopher (whom more than one commentator oab*ed ao
"folk ho'x"o") suddenly finding himself at noon on Inauguration Day
stripped of his diplomatic status while still in Algiers, caught, as it
were, between the battle lines; the tired Prosidont,\,denied the relaxed
enjoyment of his last nlght in ‘the White House becapse of the .
negotiations, then, more bitterly, donj:ed the triumph of announcing the
: end of the aaga beoause he too, 01ndorolla-11ke, was stripped of his
heroic role when the clock struck twolvo on Inauguratjion Day. This
final, ' tragic t.wiat. :I.n the saga (diaappointunt-:I.n-the-hour-or-
triumph), it was suggested, was the final taunt of the enemy, the last -

vicious twist of tho‘dying dragon. - The Aamiliar symbolic format into

which this inter-cultural conflick’ was ritifed, shaped by all the

L d

previous epios in the Western tradftion, was given formal closure by the

heightened media atiention given to the duration of the saga; This was
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counted, not in months (13-1/2) nor if weeks (63-1/2) but in days (u4k).
This last mythic choice provided a fitting recapitulation,' not only in
tacitly undorlin}ng the iongth of the hbatase ordeal, but also in
providing a number for the audience that 1is ymenonio, symmetrical and

qQuasi-mystical,

A. Pattern Recognition

A fourth function of myth is the reduction of the continuopa’
o N

randomness of historical ‘experienco to an intelligible pattern. Hyt'l’:f is
theritore more _;;nirorn than the hia?c;ry on which it is built,- hence
Maranda’s description of myth as "the hallucinogenic chant in which
mankind harmonizes the vagaries of hiatory--theaohant'hummed for
generations in the minds of men and humming itself in the human mind."52
As time passes, important events which were once full of detail lose
much of their previous content and retain only the a'kolet.on of their
former neining. In time, they may even become the vehicles o{ new
significance. For 1nat.axio;, the metal plaques on Parisian v;ana; name
the times and places of death of theﬂ minority of French people who
resisted the Nazis. Seen in retrospect, ‘however, after four decades of
accretion of leaﬁing, the plaques ai\gni.ry not reaiaté_noe but‘tho
Bealatanoe, the struggle mot of the few but of the whole nation. Myths,
therefore, function as part of the reirioationt‘or a culture, that 1is,.
they are yart ?r the oulturel oénstruotj:on of the reality of that
culture. As Dolgin and Magdoff point out, the French Revolution 1s no
longer merely history, but myth; the condensed symbol of the nation.

Lik‘\viu, Independence Day in the U.S. signals "no longer .mérely a




&

metaphor for American independence, but a far more encompassing concept

~»

of thee Nation®53 Few French schoolchildren know tha,t the Bastille was
abandoned when it was stormed. Similarly, Americans &re"not reminded
that a large proportion, perhaps the majority, of the population in 1776
were content to stay Brittish.""' Russians are not familiar with the
b].oodles; eatr;_into the Hip‘her Palace in 1917, nor Irishmen reminded
that piaaenby Jepred at their patrista it the Dublin Post Ott'ice in
1916. - ) .
\
The concepts of culture, m‘th, ritual add 1deology are entwined

O

Culturd, as defined by the anthropolgist Conrad Kottak, "consists of
traditions iaat g?v_eyn the thought and behavyt" of ind:‘l.):riduala expoged
to them."?5 . Myth and ritual govern both thought and behavior and are
;lglents of a culture. xirk quotes Edmund Leach: "Myth. ., . is the
counterpart of r;tual; myth implies ritual; citual implies myth, they
. are one and thwa same."56 _ The link between myth and culture was likewise
made by )oh. 'Ritual action and bqlier are alike to be understood .as
torns of symbolic atatenent about the social order. Levi-Strauss
examined the nature ot the pelations\hip between nyth and ritual by
re_duoins. both to their structural ;lelentn, thus e;phaaizing ihe:lr
a:l.l1.].::-‘1.&.".""'?r nuo.k'horn"s definition of ritual ag "an obsessive
repetitive activity" whi"ch is often a symbolic dramatization of the °

needs of phe"sooioty is useful for a scholar who would use the concepts

of lyttg"lnd ritual to explai.n some of the behavior in our mass
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~ : oulturg.sa The obseaaivo‘repetitive ngture of television-watching
surely qualifies :I.'t to be conﬁdered as a ritualistic activity.

Eliade's view of ‘modern man's religioua-ngic)pl—uythical impulse alsd

applies to the time speqt on _television, and the progranms, bé they soap

i 'oper‘u or news, are cle:;'ly oandidat::s for mythic analysis. Lawrence ~
n;d JTinberg claimed that they identified mythic strains ia news events
‘ and sav a "mythic prerex:enoe'_' in deterlﬁx;ng what &s considered news,
N . ‘i‘her exauineti' the reoent‘hijaok §epi.sode'a of Hayas\fez, Entebbe and
llogadi.atm.59 Using content 'analys_is, Robert Rutherford Smith also
searched for' mythic {].e-ents in television neﬁaﬁo Using the
.definition: "Myth is any narrative which explains or renders- in fictive
or anthropo-orphio terns peroeptiona of physical nature of sccial

”

1 fe b1 Spith came to the oonplusion that televiaion newvs could be

F *understood as a nanrative that exhained or rsnderpd in tiotive terms

'

perceptions of ou social environnent. . Gorbner and‘Connally synthesized
aililhr 1deu and oono].uded that "television presents a total world of

B meaning whoae relationahip to- the state is not unlikZhat of the. church

' L]

in an earliep- ~time,®62 5 1
s éxplicitly put forward: s

. The role of myth in this scheme i

Ao . . ' o . .
TV appears to cultivate fssymptions- that rit
:I.ta socially funotional myths--myths regarding age,
[-' ] sooial atereotypin;, cultural background, who in
§ . . sooiety is powaerful and who acquiesces to that
v ‘ ' power. These myths form_ a value system that is
| presented almost twenty four hours a day, every day
/ in millions of homes across the ‘country. Television
@ may ‘indeed bde 3. established religion of the

. ndustrial order. - .

N




;— .

- . -

L)
¢ .

Perhaps because of the. npu'-uun and mystical elesents uvolvﬂ in
religion, television's role may be less vcll_deacriqod by the tera
by the ters unencusbersd by mystioaim: ideology. The
lym that fors ner's and conol.;.y{l value systea may be prooxuly‘
dedorided as vontridutions to the dominant uooim. ,

This 1is the position takem by Lance A.ﬂ’JMGG. who. in his essay

*religion"

entitled "Myth, Ritual and Political Cutrol.r started from a precise
definition of teras and ended in an ovcnrohiu theory.- Culture for
: anets, 'uu;apl of the patterned relations among 'bnu beliefs,
valyer and behaviors that -organise sooial interactions and
ueeation®? Common understandings result from cuitural processes
¥ 80 affuct scoial conditions, Ne olaimed, "fhe dasip noﬁola of
seatety are oalled aythe, and the s0ois) routines through which they are
applied are oalled rituals.” Ne considered that the Ameripen politiocal
soene had no forasl ideclogies, so "political myths and rituals ;ufdo
* tie y;ooom 1n which policies are made and pudlic opinion is formed.®
\[{uh‘lonnott claimed that ‘I!tlll' are "slipped ‘uto' the
"subconscious thinking® of aschcol children n}d *"the body gr ayth is the
‘nin or‘pouuon oouoxou:yu in American soociety,” yu liats of
these myths is mot as ooherest as Herbert Schillers 11st.57 Schiller
desoridsd five amyths t’hat strusture media oontent: the Myth of
.Individalisn and Persomal Cheice, the Myth of Neutrality, the Myth of
Unchanging Mumen Kature, the Myth of the Abmanse of Sootal Confliot, and
the Myth of Media Pluralisa. Schiller u'inmgmd with the pon;uuvo

impact of media, and vhile he undoudbtedly uses the vord "ayth® as
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L‘?olothins widely held dbut false,” it also qualifies,as a ayth in the

X

Barthesian sense,

\ ‘e
Alisnation and Ssmantic Tasaton |

My“h harmonises the vagaries or\ history into a unifora pattern of

A

meanings. One interesting feature of this process of ocultural ’
reification is that !,thl oJme to be un/r:;d within the culture as
“natural® and are taken torl granted. As the hiutoriu that ve make
. become um;xuu. they also beocome invisidble to us as Barthes pointed
out. In the adsence of a lulu-oultwh. comparative Arunvork, ve
usually cannot conceive the reality of the ;hﬁ of people who do not
" live as we do. We ocan see that other uooiot;;l are oulturally
~ oonstructed but we feel that our world is not at au' the result of a
putorinl prooess. As innoocent myth-oconsumers, we read our lnhl as
faots 1mo\¢l of as culturally-construocted ill..l.. This ethnocentrisa
"acoording to Dolgin, at. Al., "mikes our cilture's '‘common sense' into
A basie lau’ of human umo.'“ When the power ’ot a myth -uriru. when
- someone is in a position to por‘ouvc the l,th‘ as l,?h rather than as
*common sense®, the result is alienation, or what Geerts more acourately
ocalls "semantio tension® "
" While, generally speaking, if one has to live in a cultur., it is
not mﬁu. nor even confortable to ohalliige dodirant myths, minor
myths oan be demolished with charm and grace for the deleotation of the
audienoce. Such an ocoasion ;rouc vhen no less @u establishment organ

than Rartuns magssine inoluded, in its book olud offering, an expose of

.
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George Washington's expense accounts. Dan Nimmo and James Comba went to

oonsiderable pains to trace the origin of another myth of Washingtouw's
honuty-t.l;c ohorﬂ tree l!th,fa It’ seems that the mythology inculcated
in gradeschool must de inpoud in college 1in an atte‘lpt'to 1nooula£e
against alienation. If Vietnam and Watergate are.any iadication, the
challenging of major political myths are aooélpanied by national trauma.

The extinguishing of the major myths of Nazism required a fiery

(ottardasmarung.
) The utionﬁi;{nlanuo tension caused by a myth oan be readily
utud;od b; a_oa’u-'analnia of the John Wayne image projection. Wayne
was a hero in World War II movies such as Flying ligera, Ihey xsre
Expandabls, and Sanda of Iuc Jima and, acoording to McCommell, a "truly
aythio® figure, a "king as seen from the lnfntqo point of romance” 1in
his more recent westerns: JRad River, Ihe Min Mho Shet Libarty Yalance,
Ria Bravo, Ihe Ssarohers, Irue Grik, and Zhe Cowbova$?  mis
1dentificetion with the Hollywood hawks on Vietnam was epitomized by Tha
Graan Rarqta, a dbox ofﬂ.oo sensation in 1968,

4 ‘ B
Acoording to McConnell, ®"John Wayne," during the years of Anmerica’s

.1nvol'nlont in the Vietnam war was for a generation, "not only a proper

name but a ooqion noun, an adjective, a projectile word fraught with
politioal implications.” In the time of national laok of ;onridono‘o in
1te presidents and their polioles, *Vayne's nime of authoritarian and
qithdnvn patriarchy was bound to become, even if he had not involved
himself in the debate over the war, a metaphor for what was wrong with

us rather than what was best about us.?




" As the furor over Vietnam died dcn, the donflicts receded, and
Wayne's image prevailed. Ris influence in his later yoars was
oelebrated. ."l’l‘l.'l discussions with Trujillo the Panamanian dictator &»

. vere credited with dorual;)g some of the rightist anger at the return of ,
the Panama Canal to Perama. He receivad a ap«;ill medal from Congress
and fl;ll-p;go advertiseaents of his eulogy appeared in major magazines
and newspapers at his death. - .

McConnel has an oxplimtiou _v_lj the moments of conflict are

transitory and how the outcomes are inevitable: .

¢

The human mind naturally orders its exper- v
ience, naturally inposes a form and a sense on the
world around it: language and storytelling are
species-specific instinots viua. And so it is
with ocultures: they cannot ? but recapitulate

-~ the archetypes, for the archctypes are the very way
9 in which oultures exist.

 Iacata of Idsoloxy _'1 \

Id‘oolo’giu, of oouu‘, are not wholly static and change
imperceptibly in order to meet new circumstances which they are not able
to 1ntorpi'ot.. Thus, bstween 1965 and 1915, “the American ideology of war
(based on myths of a'dv:out.u;-o, of manbkood initiation, of technology
versus mture--what might be called the "recruiting poster® myth) had to

be radically changed in order to absord the ilefeat in Vietnam, but may &

. now be reverting to the pre-1965 state. Between 1975 and 3981, the
ideclogy covorﬁiu Ameriocan perceptions of its relationship with the

Third World ohanged radically.(whem ocmpared, for instance, to what it

Y
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wes in the Presidency of John Y. Kennedy) to accommodate economic
o . frustrations with OPEC, rhetorical frustration with the new lgadership
it the U.N., and, of course, severe humiliation in Tehran. More rapid

« \ .
, 1deological shifts are also posaible, if external circumstances varrant o
o v

ttem. Lewis Clapham, for instance, commented on how the public
celebration over the return of the hostages from Iran (and the new tone
of bonisonnéo, in ronig; poliocy t.hai it promoted) functioned to —
conceal what was, in the eyes of most‘of the rest‘or the world,’a
resounding defeat for American prestige.l!
One way for the critic to discover how television uachiovu an
ideological significancas is, by careful oont.vo:}t. nn.ﬁnia, to lay. gare
" the lytlia underlying ’pr'artioular kinds of programming. Thus, for
. instancs, the popularity of a program like "Dallas® may be explained py'

1t) artioculation of dominant American myths set in competition with each

other. This particular configuration of lythi, lik‘oia graamar, acts
expressively for programmers and rmpunlyn for viouori in their task
o® interpreting the options of mpons; to events which are available to
characters Jithin the fictional world of ¥Dallas®. Television, like
bardic poets in non=-industrizl ocultures, renders the perceptions of the
day into consciously-structured stories which are based on a set of
myths to wvhich viewers have easy access. Intuitions about such dn
A analysis can be most profitably tested against the resstions of Toreign
audiences whose responses are influenced either by a different set of
myths or by perceptions of what American myths might be.

An equally important critical task is to tura attention to the

&
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predominant mode of presentation of television programming, where
ideclogy also lurks. The usual mode is based on ;he' utur;listic
f1otion devices of the realist tradition of etﬁﬁ-tdling', which in turn
is’ baaod on a set of gnrrati!;yﬁonvontionn dorived from the literate
bonrgooia ‘oulture that produced the novel. Realism is so entrenched in
Uoutorn culture that wo-gonorally fail to see it as an//pzificial
donstruct, a mode in which this culture pr-afers the ritual condensation
of its myths to be cast. Whorf points out }hatx.t_’!:langua‘go-wo use to
bome to grips with the world is culturally oonstructed (there is nothing
'naturgl' about it) and ygt it 1s aolt—etra:;inc (1t produces "real-
seeningness®).’? Likewise the ‘thoroughly familiar conventions of film
and ‘television realism hide the fact that the very mode of narration, as
well as the ltorf oontent, 1s structured, that is, tl;at the way a story
is narrated is aaprictiénal as the story i&uolr:73 ROIiiBl presents
itself not u one way of seeing but as Lha way. {s

Only 1;’tho work of metarealist ;rtigpo (Who are very rare on
television) is our rohtidmfn:lb with realism defamiliarised. In the
work of a Godard in rill, a Jo;co in prose or a Brecht in ihoatro we
become awvare of the conventions of the genre and the radical
inadequacies of a realism which had previously cbliged us to acoept its
vmio;l of reality, whether we ljked it or not. Where the ideology of
netarealisn 1s overt (it oriticizes the monopoly of realism as the way
of seeing and its prodyction of a consumerist, :;on-or:l.tioal attitude)

the 1deology of realism is hidden. Once television's artificial

reality has bdeen established an familiar amd "real®, it becomes a




30

~ PO

vehicle for the communication of the cultural ideologies of the dominant
e forces that have greatest sccess to televisiorand the viewer loses the
power to maintsin a critical distance. Television realism, therefore,

\ acts as a silent weapon in the exteinion of oor\tain ideologies (thosg

)
1

To what extent is it possible tuv influence ideology in a deliberate

™~ saintaining the socio-economic system within which television operates)
z over all other sections of society. ' . )
.:, 3 . . »
. Myihologizing and Demvtholaogizing

way? - in the Tx;ut'., literary movements have been potent areators of new
ayths, and though the number of direct participants in the mythology has
dbeen smdll, certain myths have been strong enough to perpetuate
themselves through at léut a century. fho R(;hntio Movement 1; a
sucoessful oni in point." In this century the Surrealist Hovnont'
oouoiouliy oreated the ayth of love as an anti-social, di_sr;:ptivo foroe
t.ait exists boyon& the frame of faii.ly, work and country. It also
.yielded the myth of the writer or artist as a subversive force, single-
handedly attacking sooiety, whemoe efforts to rehabilitagp the Marquis

. N .
de Sade, for instance, as a "grandiose, Luciferian creature®.”> with «¢

A

I

greater popular interest, science fiction writers have sought to express
| current tensions in J-ythio ways, onh the premise that creative
imagination is frequently able to give a :'org, o_o-p:;ehonnin view of a
debate than rational argument can.’é Despite the Soience Fiction dictum
that stories ought be postulatsd’ 01; -scientific concepts extrapolated j/

from existing data, many stories enthusiastioczlly adapt current’

- [p———_—

4
-
e
i
1
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-tecnnology for t.hoir mythical purposes. ‘llt_xolur power, for instancs,
' has become "a metaphor for the nearly magical fashion in wh'ch heroic
‘scientists oould overcome the inconventent' laws of nature and kot. SpAce-
borne cowboys out !:o the endless t.rong.iou of intargalactic apaoo.""
With the lroressing pularity of the genre through its adoption by fils
and television, ‘& .undoubtedly qualifies as a most int.ereat.ix,u example
of doubou.to 1ntor'nntion in the usually hidden oultuni mechaniaas
which 3on'onto ayths. Ié is beyond the scope of the present gtugy,

however, to speculate on the mythic genealogy of Romanticism, Surrealisw

or Science Fiction, particularly on the extent to wbilch these movements
truly represent new mythic departures fro- what hnh existed befcre.

, Just as new myths aro born, '*gitg or without oconsoious huna’n colla-
boration, so-old lyth‘s die. Once the full '1lplioat1;na of a myth are
understood, it will Ye discarded as either "propaganda® or “gliche",
The screen media, despite their marginal interest n sattre, are prime

movers this directyon. "All In the Pamily,” for example, oontributed

to the ddmise, among at least some seotions of American culture, of the

rugged indi ism of the WASP as a national morm and ideal,’® wMary

R

Hartman, Mary Hartman®, "Soap" and "FPernwood Tonight" likewise under-

o BTRR Ty s

nined -many of the myths that o?;hor programs had propagated. Sometimes
sudiences even take into their own hands the urge to. demythologise, .
in the case of "Reefer Madness’, a 1950s film condemning the evils of
marijuana whioch has beconme ao-o‘thiu of a cult.' film among young
audiences today who enjoy ridiculing its ideology.

In analysing the implications of myth, is the scholar also a

Yl
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spoiler, dfscarding myth as propaganda or cliche by removing its "real-
seeningnesz:'—destroying the myth by explicating it? In some ways the
. .

charge fits and, as Roland Barthes auuost.a,79 there are also' personal

~ consequenced that the mythologist should consider: wreaking havoc in

the lancuuo of the community cuts one off from the myth-cohsumers and
nakes the undo'rtaking appear a3 an aot of doatruot‘ion. But it is
doubtful if the spoiler .role gof the scholar is at all comparable in its
effects to the broader oultural mechanisms (1n<;1ud1ng mnedia _the-selvt&)
whioch periodiocally and spontaneously excise certain lyth\‘rrrol. the
culture. . ‘ |

The broader responsibility of the scholar is founded on the belief
that analysis of ‘t.ho uythioﬂ: dimension of telemediated messages allows
us more fully to appreciate how we are shaped.into what our culture
considers to be loﬁl creatures by both the Yorm and content of .
television programming. "In contrast to print, wtfioh segaents oxp;rionoo
and segrogates readers into private ocontast with books, television
commands a oél-unity of viewers, who although spatially separated, are

in multi-sensory, simultaneous contact with the same stimulus materials.

Television has assumed the mythical role of the story-teller and is

carving out for itself something of a monopoly in the oreation and
propagation of myth, The function of the mythslogist is to point out

how we are generally unaware of the ideological forms of television

. within which we think and act, because these forms are taken to be

*natural®. Such reflection should convince us that rather than great

disparities between cultures, thers are in fact common ways of reacting

.(

N
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to the symbolic systems each culture generates. The gains to te made

both in clearer understanding of how intra-cultural communicsiion works
afl in amelioration of riéid. ethnocentrism are great. Scholarly

- attent:lonplto ‘ly“th suggests that "'wo can no longer blithely assume that
they havo' myth, while we have h:l.at.éry, that they have superstition while
we have religion, u_m they -have magic uhuoﬁ we have soienae'.ao

L
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